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Abstract 


The study examines how FCB Nyasa Big Bullets utilises Facebook to enhance its public relations 
by focusing on fan engagement, crisis management and brand promotion. The study employed a 
qualitative design. The researcher employed an exploratory case study approach, and applied 
thematic analysis to Facebook posts collected from the club’s official page. The study spans 
specific periods during the 2023 and 2024 football seasons to capture the club's PR activities during 
key times such as the launch of the league, transfer windows and important matches. The findings 
indicate that the club effectively uses Facebook to enhance engagement, crisis management and 
promote its brand. The study concluded that Facebook plays an important role in the club’s public 
relations strategy by highlighting the importance of social media in the modern public relations. 
The research also suggests a further exploration of social media’s role in sports public relations, 
particularly in the context of Malawian football clubs including women’s and youth football, and 


also other sporting bodies. 


Chapter One 
Background and Introduction 
1.1 Introduction 


The global popularity of football has changed over the years due to the arrival of digital online 
spaces; teams, players and fans utilise it to engage and share football content which fosters a sense 
of community. This chapter establishes the background, rationale, problem statement and 
objectives of the study: "Examining Facebook as a Public Relations Tool for Malawi's Premier 
League Football Club - FCB Nyasa Big Bullets". Additionally, it identifies the research gap 
addressed by this study. 


1.2 Background 


Professional football clubs occupy a prominent and influential position in society by using social 
media to actively engage with their fan base, adeptly manage crises, and diligently nurture 
sponsorship relationships. Swarm (2018) asserts that the rise of social media has revolutionised 
the sports industry, and one of the most powerful uses of social media is the ability to quickly and 
efficiently communicate with people all over the world. Central to this engagement is the strategic 
discipline of Public Relations (PR) which is dedicated to shaping a football club's image while 
fostering relationships with diverse stakeholders. In this digital age, social media platforms have 
evolved into essential tools for implementing PR within football clubs. Among these platforms, 
Facebook has firmly established itself as a pivotal medium that affords football clubs a dynamic 
platform for direct communication with their fan base, expert crisis management and the strategic 


promotion of sponsorships. 


Facebook, the most popular social media platform in the world, is the ideal place for widespread 
advertising and communications. Dencheva (2023) explains that Facebook was the most 
commonly used social media platform among marketers worldwide as of January 2023; Eighty- 
nine percent of the responding social media marketers used the network site to promote their 
business. Online marketers started using Facebook adverts to increase their brand awareness, and 
to better understand the needs and expectations of customers (Faria et al, 2021:2). By considering 
this, Facebook has also emerged as an influential media platform for football clubs to rapidly craft 


their narratives. It serves as a vital medium channel for swift dissemination of information; an 


influential stage for seamless interaction with dedicated fans that can articulate the club’s values, 
culture and public image. Facebook has redefined the landscape of PR practices in football clubs 


by presenting new methods for achieving widespread publicity. 


By merging the principles of traditional public relations with the dynamic qualities of social media, 
football clubs are embracing a new era where Facebook has become the cornerstone of shaping 
their public image. FCB Nyasa Big Bullets (NBB), a prominent and beloved Malawian football 
club also adopted the use of Facebook to enhance fan engagement, manage crises and boost its 
public image. O’Neill (2023) asserts that NBB is the most successful team in Malawi, and it was 
the reigning champions of the 2023 Malawi Premier League (TNM Super League). As of 21st 
March, 2024, Facebook (2024) showed that the club had two hundred and thirty-eight thousand 
fans on their page more than their rival club, Mighty Mukuru Wanderers FC who had one hundred 


and seventy thousand fans, making NBB the most followed Malawian football club on Facebook. 
1.3 Problem Statement 


FCB Nyasa Big Bullets use Facebook as a public relations tool to engage with fans, manage crises 
and uphold a positive image. Despite previous research on social media in football club 
management (cf; Swarm, 2018; Faria et al., 2021; Sigurdsson, 2019; Obradovi¢, 2019; Silva and 
Casas, 2017; Géksel and Serarslan, 2015; Vale and Fernandes, 2018; McCarthy et al., 2014), there 
was a knowledge gap regarding the strategic integration of Facebook into the PR strategies in the 
Malawian football context. Specifically, the ways in which NBB utilises Facebook to engage with 
fans, respond to crises and maintain its public image were yet to be investigated. This research 
study aimed to address this knowledge gap by exploring the club's Facebook PR practices and gain 


insights into these areas. 
1.4 Study Rationale 


Conducting the study was essential because it explored the vital role of social media in modern 
public relations, particularly in football, a niche subject that lacks in-depth research. This research 
investigated how FCB Nyasa Big Bullets utilise Facebook to enhance its public relations especially 
for their fan engagement, crisis management and brand promotion. By exploring the fundamental 
aspects, the research aimed to provide valuable insights into the evolving landscape of PR in 


Malawian football. 


1.5 Central Research Question 

e How does Facebook influence FCB Nyasa Big Bullets’ public relations approach? 
1.5.1 Subsequent Research Questions 

e How does FCB Nyasa Big Bullets use Facebook to engage with fans? 

e How does FCB Nyasa Big Bullets employ Facebook to manage crises? 


e How does FCB Nyasa Big Bullets leverage Facebook to enhance their brand reputation 


and marketing efforts? 
1.6 Chapter Layout 


Following the opening chapter, Chapter Two conducts a literature review by examining the 
existing studies on social media usage in football clubs, and identifying gaps in current knowledge. 


It also explains the theoretical framework that was used for the study. 


Chapter three outlines the research methodology used to study FCB Nyasa Big Bullets’ Facebook 
use for PR strategies by covering research design, sampling, data collection, and analysis as well 


as ethical considerations. 


Chapter four presents the research findings on how NBB use Facebook by analysing fan 


engagement, crisis management and brand promotion strategies. 


Chapter five brings together the main points of the research, reaffirms the key findings, and offers 
guidance for football clubs and social media PR. It also identifies areas for further investigation 


and outlines the study's limitations, contributions, and implications for the football sector. 
1.7 Chapter Summary 


The foregoing introduced the study’s background, rationale, problem statement and objectives. 
The background highlights the importance of social media in professional football clubs, 
particularly Facebook which has become crucial for PR practices. The problem statement revealed 
a knowledge gap that was filled in the strategic integration of Facebook into PR strategies in the 
Malawian football context, specifically FCB Nyasa Big Bullets’ use of Facebook for fan 


engagement, crisis management and public image maintenance. The study rationale emphasises 


the significance of exploring social media's role in modern public relations, and the research 
objectives aim to investigate how FCB Nyasa Big Bullets uses Facebook for public relations 


purposes with a focus on fan engagement, crisis response and brand promotion. 


The following chapter reviews the literature in relation to the study, and also explores the 


theoretical framework. 


Chapter Two 
Literature Review and Theoretical Framework 
2.1 Introduction 


Literature review is a section of a research paper that summarises previous research (body of 
knowledge) in the area to set stage for the current study (Vanderstoep & Johnston, 2009: 307). 
Vanderstoep and Johnston (2009:10) observe that the literature review has two main aims. Firstly, 
it should demonstrate to the reader that the researcher is knowledgeable about the existing literature 
and capable of carrying out research. Secondly, it should persuade the reader that the planned study 
aligns with the current knowledge and clarify how the study will address a gap in the literature 


(Vanderstoep & Johnston, 2009:10). 


An exploration of the existing body of literature concerning the use of social media platforms in 
the public relations (PR) strategies of football clubs will be provided in this chapter together with 
the theoretical framework. As social media continues to play a crucial role in communication 
practices, it is important to understand how it impacts fan engagement, crisis management and 


cultivation of public image particularly within the context of football clubs. 


The aim of this section is to provide a comprehensive overview of relevant literature by examining 
studies that explore the effectiveness, challenges and implications of using social media especially 
Facebook (FB) as a PR tool in the football domain. In order to develop a comprehensive and 
holistic understanding of the PR landscape of football clubs, various perspectives and insights from 
existing research studies have been brought together. This broader understanding will serve as a 


foundation for a focused investigation into the specific case of FCB Nyasa Big Bullets (NBB). 
2.2 Brief Historical Background of Nyasa Big Bullets Football Club 


Nyasa Big Bullets Football Club (NBBFC) is a Malawian football (soccer) club based in Blantyre. 
Bullets are regarded as the number one football club in Malawi in terms of supporters, league 
title winning and financial background (Kachitsa, 2010). NBB was established in 1967 by a group 
of football players who separated from Mighty Wanderers in Blantyre which by then was 
composed of only White and Coloured people (Kachitsa, 2010). Kachitsa (2010) elaborates all 


blacks were being side-lined, and the black players thought it wise to come up with their own team 


which was known as Nyasaland Bullets. The team was very strong and started winning all games 


which were played, and its nickname ever since is Maule (native language for bullets). 


Later on, the club was renamed to “Blantyre City Stars”, and started receiving support from 
Blantyre City Council before securing sponsorship from Bata Shoe Company which again, led to 
a name change of the club to Bata Bullets. Bata Shoe Company provided financial support for over 
twenty years until TOTAL Malawi, a petroleum firm took over the sponsorship in the early 1990s 
(Nyasa Big Bullets, 2024). Nyasa Big Bullets (2024) states that Malawi’s then President, Bakili 
Muluzi took over the ownership of the club, and rebranded it to Bakili Bullets in 2003. Apart from 
enjoying domestic success, this period also marked a significant era for the team culminating in 
their participation in the prestigious group stages of the Confederation of African Football (CAF) 
Champions League in 2004. After Muluzi’s sponsorship, CIFU Group briefly supported the club 
before a period of uncertainty until 2016 when Nyasa Manufacturing Company (NMC), a cigarette 


firm intervened. 


Eventually, NMC became the primary shareholder in the newly established commercial football 
club which was renamed Nyasa Big Bullets, a name it retains to date. The new organisation 
addressed the previous shortfalls of the club, particularly lack of clear ownership which deterred 
potential investors due to the perceived risk associated with collective ownership. NMC as the new 
club owners, made substantial investments for over 400 million Malawi Kwacha (K400m) since 


commercialising the club. (Nyasa Big Bullets, 2024). 


As of 21st March, 2024, Facebook (2024) showed that the club had two hundred and thirty-eight 
thousand fans, surpassing their rival club Mighty Mukuru Wanderers FC which had one hundred 


and seventy thousand fans, making them the most popular Malawian football club on Facebook. 
2.3 Public Relations and Football 


Lamb, Hair and McDaniel (2011: 534) define public relations (PR) as the marketing function that 
evaluates public attitudes, identifies areas within an organisation which the public may be 
interested in, and executes a program of action to earn public understanding and acceptance. Lamb 
et al. further explain that PR helps an organisation to communicate with customers, suppliers, 
stockholders, government officials, employees, and the community in which it operates. 


Institutions also use public relations to educate the public about their goals and objectives. 


However, in the realm of football, Zelenovskaya (2023) explains that PR encompasses the strategic 
communication efforts that aim at managing the reputation, image, and public perception of clubs, 
players and other stakeholders. It involves crafting compelling narratives, maintaining positive 
relationships with the media, engaging fans, and effectively managing crises to ensure the overall 


success and growth of the sport. 
2.3.1 An Overview of Social Media Public Relations in Global Football 


The role of social media particularly Facebook and X (formerly Twitter), in the development of 
communication strategies for football clubs has proved to be an important factor in the growth of 
the sport on the globe. Football clubs worldwide have increasingly embraced social media 
platforms to bolster their PR efforts and engage with fans on a deeper level. Faria, Pereira, Ferreira 
and Rodrigues (2021:2) posit that Facebook plays a pivotal role in fostering enhanced 
communication between organisations and their customers, transcending sector boundaries. This 
constant messaging from a brand increases visibility and fosters a closer relationship with 
customers. Social media provides a platform for sports fans to build a strong relationship with their 
favourite football clubs, leading to trust, satisfaction and brand loyalty. Obradovi¢, Aléakovic¢, 
Vyugina and Tasevsk (2019:245) expound on the opportunities presented by multimedia 
technologies that allow brand consumers to exert influence over content, advertising campaigns, 
and events. Social media platforms, are characterised as indispensable instruments for successful 
interaction. The imperative to establish a dialogue with the public through their social media 
profile is underscored as crucial in elucidating the club's stance on matters encompassing sport, 


finance and legal dimensions. 


In their research study, Silva and Casas (2017:42-43) found out that in contemporary sports 
culture, the advent of social media has revolutionised the interaction between fans and the sporting 
world. Fans now anticipate unparalleled access to players, coaches and team owners, and aspire to 
be involved in decision-making processes traditionally shrouded in secrecy. This shift has 
endowed fans with collective influence over leagues and partnership agreements, with social media 
serving to magnify conflicts and discontent. The rising generation of fans is assuming control of 
sports discourse through sophisticated media platforms, effectively establishing themselves as a 
significant media entity. Failure by teams, leagues and sponsors to address the demands of fan 


movements risk substantial repercussions on ticket revenues and brand entity. Consequently, fan 


engagement has emerged as a pivotal element in the sports landscape with technological 
advancements enriching the fan experience by offering real-time statistics and insights through 
mobile devices and augmented reality headgear (headphones and helmets with real time 


spectacles). 


Kuyucu (2014:143) elucidates platforms like Twitter, Facebook and YouTube have enabled clubs 
to establish direct lines of communication with their global fan base, turning fans from mere 
spectators into active participants. The study also highlights the increasing reliance of football 
clubs on social media as a primary tool for PR. By sharing updates on social media platforms, 
prominent football clubs such as Real Madrid, Barcelona and Bayern Munich have not only 
bolstered their promotional efforts but have also created their own direct channels of 
communication, and this has motivated Turkish clubs to adopt the use of social media for PR. This 
shift towards social media as opposed to traditional methods, highlights the speed and impartiality 
offered by these platforms. The transformation has led to a more direct and personalised form of 
interaction between fans and clubs. These allow for a direct, unfiltered exchange of information 


between football clubs and their fans which has the potential to revolutionise their relationship. 


By the same token, Dvergedal (2021:45-51) presents a comprehensive significant investigation of 
the scholarly discourse on fan engagement strategies within football clubs’ media utilisation in 
Eliteserien’s context (Norwegian Football league). The study reveals the widespread adoption of 
engagement platforms like Facebook, Twitter and Instagram, highlighting the efforts of clubs to 
engage effectively with diverse target demographics. Notably, the study emphasises the 
importance of delivering value-laden content to stimulate fan interaction with updates on player 
contracts and interactive competitions emerging as pivotal catalysts for engagement. The research 
also explores collaborative approaches among clubs, players, coaches and sponsors emphasising 
the preservation of content authenticity. The adoption of a relationship marketing paradigm in 
social media usage is advocated, with a focus on Instagram’s role in fostering direct fan 
communication and the significance of multimedia content, particularly videos in driving fan 


interaction across platforms. 


McCarthy, Rowley, Ashworth and Pioch (2014:191) contribute valuable insights from their study 
by shedding light on how football clubs in the United Kingdom are adapting their social media 


approach, particularly on Facebook. The study emphasises the growing recognition among football 


clubs of the significance of strategic engagement in diverse domains including content sharing, 
interactive initiatives, community development and revenue generation. An active approach for 
organisations in the social media landscape to connect with their fan base is recommended because 
it fosters mutually beneficial interactions. In the contemporary digital era, maintaining relevant 
content emerges as pivotal for enhancing interaction, community-building and revenue generation 


for both clubs and their fan base. 


To foster effective fan engagement, football clubs use diverse content formats on Facebook 
encompassing links, photos and videos. Obradovié et al. (2019:246) categorise this content into 
nine distinct types: game announcements, live updates, best moments, player announcements, 
behind-the-scenes content, interesting facts, fan support, promotion activities, and sponsors’ 
promotions. The strategic consideration of what content is posted, its format and frequency assume 
paramount importance hence Obradovi¢ et al. (2019:248) emphasise the need for football clubs to 


sustain continuous communication which in turn keeps fans apprised of pivotal events. 


In their scholarly analysis, Vale and Fernandes (2018:49-50) shed light on the factors that influence 
consumption, contribution and creation in the interactions between football clubs and their fans on 
Facebook. Their study reveals that information, empowerment and brand loyalty are key 
motivators, while integration and social interaction are crucial drivers that strengthen the emotional 
bond between fans and their clubs. That is to say, clubs must manage their social media pages 
effectively to give fans a sense of control and authority to build a stronger connection with their 


fan base. 


Building on the observations of Godksel and Serarslan (2015:278-280) regarding the potential 
disruptions caused by excessive social media advertising, it is imperative for sports clubs to 
navigate these platforms with caution. Platforms such as Twitter, Facebook, YouTube and 
Instagram emerge as favoured choices for engaging with fans. Key considerations for sports clubs 
when establishing new media accounts encompass using the official club name, employing high- 
quality profile photos and providing comprehensive information about the club’s history, sports 
branches and contact details. Moreover, maintaining consistency in language and content across 
platforms, sharing updates on events and activities, and ensuring regular updates on official 
accounts are crucial aspects. Platforms serve distinct purposes, with LinkedIn focusing on 


corporate-related content and YouTube primarily used for sharing club videos. However, 


challenges may arise for clubs lacking coherent new media strategies, impacting their ability to 
adapt to the evolving dynamics of social media. Overall, effective new media strategies encompass 
the club’s objectives, identity, target audience characteristics and the quality and extent of content 
dissemination, underscoring the importance of careful planning and execution in leveraging social 


media platforms for effective communication and engagement. 


The review of global literature examines the evolving role of social media platforms, particularly 
Facebook in shaping football clubs’ PR strategies across the globe. It highlights how the platforms 
can be utilised to engage fans, manage crises and build brand image, also emphasise the dynamic 
nature of PR strategies on social media. Despite Facebook being a key focus, other social media 
platforms also require further exploration. Overall, the review contributes to the existing body of 


knowledge by identifying current gaps and highlighting potential directions for future research. 
2.3.2 An Overview of Social Media Public Relations in African Football 


This section explores the dynamics influencing digital communication strategies in African 
football leagues and clubs. Through a review of literature focusing on African football, the 
researcher intended to uncover the challenges posed by the use of online platforms for 
communication, branding and fan engagement in African context. The review contributes to the 
understanding of social media public relations in African football and its impact on the growth and 
promotion of the sport across the continent. It is worth noting that social media such as X (formerly 
Twitter), Facebook, Instagram and YouTube have played a significant role in driving the digital 


transformation of African football with clubs. 


In a study by Abon (2020:166-167), the marketing strategies adopted by Professional Football 
Clubs (PPFCs) to engage their fan base were examined. The research underscores the use of tactics 
like raffle competitions, community outreach initiatives, and active participation on social media 
platforms like Facebook, Twitter and LinkedIn. Abon further emphasises the crucial role of these 
digital platforms in facilitating engagements with fans, thereby fostering a sense of community 
among them. The study also highlights the combined impact of word-of-mouth (WOM) and other 
marketing techniques in enhancing the effectiveness and reach of online marketing efforts within 
the football domain. The study concludes by emphasising the importance of a balanced approach 
in strategic marketing management within football clubs, addressing organisational imperatives 


while navigating contextual constraints to drive sustainable growth and stakeholder engagement. 
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However, Ansah (2014:94-108) in a study of branding elements within football clubs, a distinct 
disparity emerges regarding the factors influencing fan engagement and loyalty. The research 
highlights the importance of team performance, star players, media coverage and community 
involvement in attracting supporters, but fails to acknowledge the growing impact of social media 
platforms in modern sports marketing strategies. One club prioritises team performance, star 
players and pre-match media exposure while another emphasise community engagement to foster 
fan loyalty. Despite both clubs recognising the significance of branding elements, noticeable 
differences are evident, with one focusing on team-related factors, and the other on market related 
aspects. The study indicates a link between club branding and fan loyalty, particularly 
underscoring the influence of team-related elements. These highlight how club branding, including 
social media initiatives shapes fan engagement and consumer behaviour within football clubs as 


elucidated by Ansah (2014). 


Owusu and Pokumensah (2020:95-97) examined the underlying motivations driving the utilisation 
of social media by four Ghanaian Premier League clubs: Kumasi Asante Kotoko, Medeama, 
Dreams and Inter Allies. Through the interviews with the Public Relations Officers (PROs) of 
these clubs, the study aimed at elucidating the driving forces and barriers associated with their 
social media strategies. The findings indicated a consensus among the PROs regarding the 
enduring significance of social media as a communication tool, particularly highlighting Kumasi 
Asante Kotoko for its extensive and diverse fan base across Ghana. Noteworthy is the club’s 
utilisation of various communication channels to engage with stakeholders, including staff, 
players, fans, sponsors and the Ghana football Association. Similarly, PROs from the other clubs 
recognised the pivotal role of social media platforms such as Facebook, Twitter and Instagram in 
disseminating club information, and fostering interaction with fans. Dreams FC were hindered by 
financial constraints which made recruiting of qualified personnel and acquiring of social media 
management resources difficult. The PRO for Inter Allies highlighted susceptibility to rumours 
and misinformation on social media platforms, followed by poor internet connection which makes 
the challenges even harder for content dissemination. These findings underscore the dual nature of 
social media, serving as both a facilitator of communication and brand projection for football clubs 
while also presenting challenges that necessitate strategic mitigation strategies for effective social 


media management. 


11 


The research conducted by Anorue, Ugboaja and Okonkwo (2020:241-244) brings to light the 
significant findings concerning the awareness and utilisation of online advertising within the 
professional football industry in Nigeria. The participants in the research reached an understanding 
on the prevalence and possibilities of online advertising, acknowledging its application by PPFCs 
and league management in developed countries. Nevertheless, it was observed that there is a gap 
in the extensive utilisation of online advertising by the League Management Company (LMC) and 
Nigerian Professional Football League (NPFL) club sides to effectively promote the domestic 
league. This disparity highlights a broader issue within the realm of PR, as advertising stands as a 
crucial discipline in this area. Financial constraints emerged as a primary obstacle slowing down 
the use of online advertising by both the LMC and NPFL club sides. Furthermore, despite 
maintaining an online presence, NPFL club sides were observed to be behind in effectively using 
social media platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn and others to generate revenue, and 
enhance fan engagement. These findings highlight the unfulfilled potential of the NFPL to 
establish itself as a globally recognised brand capable of attracting advertisers. To achieve this 
potential, the strategic use of online advertising channels facilitated by the internet is essential, 
providing the opportunity of transforming the Nigerian domestic league into a significant 


contributor to foreign exchange to clubs, league organisers, and the nation as a whole. 


The foregoing provides valuable insights into the changing landscape of digital communication 
strategies in African football. It emphasises the significant role of social media platforms like 
Facebook, Instagram and LinkedIn in the digital transformation of football clubs across the 
continent. While the existing studies discuss the challenges and opportunities of online platforms 
for communication, branding and fan engagement, a gap remains in understanding how clubs in 
the region utilise Facebook for PR and its impact on fan engagement, crisis management and brand 
perception. Addressing this gap is essential for refining PR strategies and digital communication 
practices within African football clubs to foster improved engagement and connectivity with fans 


across the continent. 
2.3.3 Conclusion 


The literature review highlights the profound impact of social media platforms on the formulation 
of PR strategies within the football industry. Despite the valuable insights gained from existing 


research on social media in football PR, a gap remains in understanding how Malawian clubs, such 
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as Nyasa Big Bullets football club implement social media particularly Facebook into their PR 
strategies. This emphasises the need for further research to examine the specific approaches taken 


by Malawian clubs in this context. 
2.4 Theoretical Framework 


Librero (2012:58) defines the theoretical framework as the established body of theory and 
knowledge that underpins and provides context of the research problem. The framework is 
developed by considering various theoretical perspectives that may be applied in the research, and 
selecting those that are most relevant and useful. The theoretical framework is then applied to the 
research design, providing a perspective through which to view and interpret the data collected. 
This ensures that the research is in the context of already existing knowledge, and the results are 
meaningful and relevant (Librero, 2012:58). The Networked Publics Theory by Danah Boyd 
(2010) will be used as the theoretical framework through which the study will be conducted. This 
theory offers valuable insights into the dynamics of online communities and the ways in which 
individuals engage with digital platforms which is particularly relevant to understanding the role 


of social media in public relations within the context of football clubs. 
2.4.1 The Networked Publics Theory 


This research study employs the Networked Publics Theory. According to Boyd (2010:6), this 
theory is about how digital technologies and online platforms shape social interactions and the 
formation of publics in contemporary society. Boyd (2010:6) argues that digital technologies have 
transformed the nature of publics that lead to the emergence of networked publics characterised 


by connectivity, scalability, persistence and replicability. 


Connectivity refers to the ability of individuals to connect with one another and form online 
communities through digital platforms such as social media (Boyd, 2010:6). In examining 
Facebook as a PR tool for Nyasa Big Bullets, the networked publics theory offers a foundational 
framework for understanding the dynamics of the club’s online engagement. Through Facebook, 
fans interact with each other, share content and engage directly with the club, creating a networked 
public centred around their shared interest in football. For Nyasa Big Bullets, this means using 
Facebook as a platform to interact with fans, share different information about the club and 


cultivate a sense of community among fans. 
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As Boyd (2010:6) explains, the existence of persistence in networked publics refers to the 
longevity of digital information and interactions within online imagined communities, hence 
online expressions are automatically recorded and archived. This means content shared on social 
media platforms like Facebook can remain accessible and visible over time to shape perceptions, 
and influence discussions within the online community. For Nyasa Big Bullets, the persistence of 
content on their Facebook page means that posts, comments, and interactions contribute to the 


ongoing construction of the club's public image and reputation. 


Furthermore, Boyd (2010:6) posits that content made out of bits can be duplicated (replicability), 
which means digital content can easily be copied and disseminated across online networks. In the 
PR efforts of Nyasa Big Bullets, replicability allows for the rapid spread of information, both 
positive and negative, among fans and other stakeholders. Understanding how content spreads and 
evolves within networked publics is essential for effectively managing the club's online presence 
and reputation. Networked technologies introduce new affordances for amplifying, recording, 
searching, and spreading information and social acts. These affordances can shape publics and 
how people negotiate them (Boyd, 2010:7). The affordances can reshape publics both directly, and 
through the practices that people develop to account for them. By analysing the club's Facebook 
activities, including the types of content shared, the researcher assessed how fans are engaged and 
retained through various online strategies. The analysis provides insights into how the club 


effectively uses Facebook to interact with fans. 


In crisis situations, networked publics theory highlights the importance of adapting communication 
strategies to effectively address fan concerns and maintain public trust. By analysing how Nyasa 
Big Bullets utilise Facebook during crises, such as player controversies or administrative issues, 
an assessment was made to understand the club's crisis response tactics, including transparency, 
timeliness and responsiveness to fan inquiries. Understanding how the club navigates crises on 
social media provides valuable insights into its ability to manage public perceptions and uphold 
its reputation. Boyd (2010:14) elucidates that as social network sites and other genres of social 
media become increasingly persuasive, the affordances and dynamics of dynamics of networked 


publics can shed light on the reasons for people’s online engagement. 


Prior to this, many studies had not been conducted on the networked publics theory. However, 


given its nature of having some similar characteristics of Habermas’ theory of the “Digital Public 
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Sphere’, the researcher used some weaknesses of the concept. In his view, Giannelos (2023:84) 
explains that the algorithmic selection of digital platforms is associated with several risks, 
including loss of diversity or threats to data protection. The presence of fraudsters and hackers 
who masquerade as officials from the club threaten the safety of the digital publics (fans), given 
the nature of technological development in Malawi, hence many are not conversant with different 


features of the online platforms. 


In addition, Giannelos (2023:84) argues that filter bubbles which sustain the fragmentation of 
public discourse and polarisation of views, keep the networked publics within familiar boundaries, 
and that makes online knowledge to be more polarised when it is filtered by online platforms and 
social media. In this context, Nyasa Big Bullets Facebook page administrator can choose to block 
members who express their dissatisfaction on issues to do with the club. Facebook can also choose 
to filter some content shared by the club due to their interests, for instance the issue of LGBTQ 


and other forms of violence. 
2.4.2 Conclusion 


The Networked Publics Theory offers a valuable theoretical framework for exploring the role of 
social media in public relations to football clubs like Nyasa Big Bullets through examining the 
dynamics of connectivity, persistence and replicability. It is within Facebook where insights are 
gained on how digital technologies shape communication practices and community interactions 


within the context of contemporary football culture. 
2.5 Chapter Summary 


The foregoing discussion has reviewed the literature and theoretical framework that was used by 
the researcher to conduct the study at hand. The discussion has shown that it is very important to 
review the literature because it helps to come up with a well written dissertation. Analysing other 
studies prevents a scholar to repeat conducting other studies. In addition, the researcher’s 
discussion has highlighted the networked publics theory as a framework that was used in 
interpreting and analysing data. The theory is essential in analysing, and understanding digital 


platforms and its publics. 


The next chapter discusses the research design and methodology employed in the study. 


15 


Chapter Three 
Research Design and Methodology 
3.1 Introduction 


This chapter outlines the research methodology that was used to examine FCB Nyasa Big Bullets’ 
usage of Facebook for its PR strategies. It explains the rationale behind the chosen study approach 
by describing the research design, study population, sampling method, sample, data collection 


techniques and data analysis procedures used in the study. 
3.2 Research Design 


Mouton (1996: 193) defines a research design as an exposition or plan of how a researcher decides 
to execute a formulated research problem. The objective of the research design is to plan, structure 


and execute the project in such a way that the validity of the findings is substantiated. 


The study employed a case study approach to explore the utilisation of Facebook by FCB Nyasa 
Big Bullets for public relations purposes. Lodico, Spaulding and Voegtle (2006: 15) define case 
study research as a study that focus on small groups or individuals within a group, and document 
that group’s or individual’s experience at one or several sites over a period of time. In a case study, 
data is collected through systematic observations, personal interviews or examination of relevant 
documents (Lodico et al., 2006:15). The approach enables an in-depth examination of the club’s 
Facebook activities by facilitating an understanding of its impact on fan engagement, crisis 


communication and public perception. 
3.3 Research Methodology 


Goundar (2012:10) defines research methodology as a systematic way of solving a research 
problem. It helps to give a clear-cut idea of what methods the researcher is going to use in his or 
her research to achieve objectives. The objective of the research design is to plan, structure and 
execute the project concerned in such a way that the validity of the findings is maximised (Mouton, 


1996: 193). 


The study employed a qualitative methodology to examine Facebook presence of FCB Nyasa Big 
Bullets. “Qualitative research does not involve counting and dealing with numbers but is based 


more on information expressed in word descriptions, accounts, opinions and feelings” (Walliman, 
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2006:129). By identifying and analysing themes in the club’s Facebook posts, the researcher 
gained a thorough and detailed understanding of the club’s PR strategies on the social media 
platform. The approach enabled a rich and comprehensive exploration of the research questions 
(objectives) as it focused on the detailed analysis of different media texts posted on the Facebook 
page. Through careful observation of the club’s Facebook activity, the researcher gained valuable 


insights into the engagement strategies and digital presence. 
3.4 Study Population 


The population is the larger group to which the researcher would like the results of a study to be 
generalizable (Lodico et al., 2006:13). Walliman (2006:76) elucidate that a population can consist 


of objects, people or even events. 


In the context of this research, the study population consists of Facebook posts published by FCB 
Nyasa Big Bullets on their official (verified) page. The posts were targeted in order to understand 
and gather those that relate to the club’s use of Facebook as a public relations tool. Since public 
relations in this context implies fan engagement, crisis management, and marketing and branding, 


hence the posts were essential to select the needed data. 
3.5 Sampling 


A sampling plan is the design of how to specifically choose sources for your data with the goal of 
obtaining a representative subset (the sample) from the larger study population (Tracy, 2013: 134). 
Tracy adds, the plan encompasses the strategic identification of specific locations, timeframes, 
events and activities to be observed during fieldwork to ensure a purposeful and informed selection 


process. 


The researcher used the purposive sampling approach to conduct the study. According to Saunders, 
Lewis and Thornhill (2009:238) purposive or judgemental sampling enable researchers to use their 
own judgement to select cases that will best enable them to answer their research question(s) and 
to meet their objectives. Saunders et al., posit that this form of sampling is often used when 
working with very small samples such as in case study research, and when a researcher wishes to 


select cases that are particularly informative. 
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The sampling approach was employed to purposively select Facebook posts from NBB’s official 
page based on their relevance to the central research question (main objective). Six specific time 


periods were chosen for analysis: 


e A two-week period in August 2023 was chosen. (These were selected due to mid-season 
and opening of transfer window, and continental tournament CAF Champions League 
preliminary rounds. Some posts from 1‘ to 7” August and 24" to 31‘ August were 
chosen). 

e A two-week period from November, and December 2023. (First week beginning on 27" 
November to 3" December, and final week from 24" to 31% December were chosen 
because it was the end of “T'INM Super league” which is the Malawi’s Premier League. 
This is crucial because teams communicate in a tone depending on how they have been 
performing overall in the league). 

e A four-week period in January 2024 was chosen. (Posts were selected from 1‘ to 28" 
January following the conclusion of domestic tournaments and the opening of the transfer 
window. This is likely, because transfers and rumours prompt clubs to update their fans to 
clarify circulating information). 

e A four-week period from 5 February to 3™ March 2024 was chosen (The days of selecting 
the posts were chosen purposively because they were relatively low as compared to the 
other time periods, and this was likely due to the off-season). 

e A three-week period from 11" to 31%‘ March 2024. (This period consisted of twenty-one 
days which is equivalent to three weeks. In this period, there was a launch of the new 
football season in Malawi through FAM community shield, as well as posts related to other 
PR activities). 

e A one-week period from 1‘ to 7 April 2024 was purposively chosen. (The commencement 
of the new season, posts about partnerships and business, new player signings and 
interviews). 

The researcher chose to conduct the study on two separate seasons for analysis: the second half of 
the 2023 season and the off-season leading to the first match day of the 2024 season. This allowed 
the examination of the present day public relations approach employed by FCB Nyasa Big Bullets 
including the new developments to their strategies. The time periods were deliberately selected to 


capture the public relations efforts of FCB Nyasa Big Bullets during the critical points of football 
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seasons which include the launch of the league, business-related activities and partnerships, and 


promotions. 
3.6 Sample 


A Sample is a sub-group or a part of a population selected to participate or be a part of a study 
(Saunders et al., 2009: 599). In this study, the sample consists of Facebook posts selected through 
the purposive sampling technique, totalling one hundred and thirty-three (133) posts, out of which 
ninety posts are the commentary transcripts (text commentary updated on the page). These posts 
were published during the six aforementioned periods, and their links were retrieved through the 
use of Facebook lite Android mobile application. The scholar observed that this application 
enables users to accurately set the date for which they want to gather data, unlike ordinary 
Facebook mobile application and Facebook web browsing site on a computer which filter posts. 
It was therefore imperative to use this application in order to get accurate posts without them being 
filtered like how they are in other accessing modes. The sample posts were analysed to examine 


NBB’s PR efforts and communication strategies on Facebook during those critical football periods. 
3.7 Data Collection 


With notation from the above section, Facebook lite can be used to extract links (web addresses 
of posts), and the researcher gathered data by recording textual and visual (screenshots) posts from 
the official NBB Facebook page using a laptop computer and a smartphone as the data collection 
tools from the retrieved links. Kiely (2024) defines this study as, “Desk research” because it 
involves gathering information and data from existing sources like a website (social network site 


in this case) where users analyse and synthesise information. 
3.7.1 Strengths and Weaknesses of Desk Research 


Desk research is cost-effective because it is less expensive than primary research since it requires 
less time and fewer resources (Kiely, 2024). Kiely further explain that in terms of accessibility 
there is always data for a researcher to use, and that includes online databases, research studies, 


libraries and archives. 


Walliman (2006:53) argues that the quality of data cannot easily be relied upon due to the questions 


they raise regarding their validity, hence assessments are vital to examine the quality of the 
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information or opinions provided. By the same token, Kiely (2024) explains that some sources 


have biased findings and outdated information, which can lead to inaccurate conclusions. 
3.8 Data Analysis 


Data analysis is the summarising, organising and examining of data to extract useful information, 
patterns and meanings (Leavy, 2017:150). This study used thematic analysis (TA) technique to 
examine the Facebook posts of FCB Nyasa Big Bullets. Braun and Clarke (2012:57) define TA as 
a method for systematically identifying, organising and offering insight into patterns of meaning 
(themes) across a dataset. Braun and Clarke add that employing TA is important because it offers 


enhanced accessibility and flexibility to qualitative researchers. 


Braun and Clarke (2012:58-59) TA is a flexible method that can be employed in various ways 
since it can be situated on a spectrum of approaches that range from inductive to deductive, 
experiential to critical, and essentialist to constructionist. Inductive approaches derive codes and 
themes from the data itself while deductive approaches bring preconceived concepts to the data. 


Although they have the differences, the approaches are often used together. 


Braun and Clarke (2012:60-69) outlined six-phase approach to TA, and this offers a systematic 
method for examining qualitative data. This approach is designed to help researchers to identify, 


examine and present themes within the data in a clear and meaningful way. Below are the methods: 


e Familiarising Yourself with the Data: This involves engaging thoroughly with the 


data by repeated reading and initial note taking for potential codes. 


e Generating Initial Codes: This involves the systematic analysis of data to identify key 


features and gather relevant data to each code. 


® Searching for themes: This phase, codes are organised into potential themes, and 


relevant data is gathered to support themes. 


e Reviewing Potential Themes: In this phase, themes are refined by being checked 
against specific data extracts and the entire dataset, and then create a thematic map of 


the analysis. 
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e Defining and Naming Themes: This involves clarifying the precise characteristics and 
boundaries of each theme by generating clear definitions and labels, and refining the 


overall narrative of the analysis. 


* Producing the Report: In this phase, the analysis is finalised, and a coherent and 
compelling narrative is presented through data examples that illustrate themes which 


support the study findings. 


The study used a deductive thematic analysis which involves coming to the data with some 
preconceived general themes which scholars expect to find reflected there based on their 
theoretical framework. Here the researcher went through the data step by step to identify important 
points and group them into categories depending on the research questions (objectives) and 


theoretical framework. The Networked Publics model helped to understand the patterns. 
3.9 Ethical Considerations 


Punch and Oancea (2014:41) define research ethics as a branch of applied ethics focused on the 
specific contexts of planning, conducting, communicating and following up research. They guide 


the processes of a study by emphasising integrity and respect for the population involved. 


In this research undertaking, a strict ethical paradigm was adhered to. The researcher, carefully 
analysed and presented accurate public information obtained from FCB Nyasa Big Bullets’ 
Facebook page consisting of Facebook posts while sticking to the research objectives. The 
researcher also omitted names which were in the screenshots aside from his name, and also other 
names that are common in Malawi were not fully blurred. They were left visible while hiding the 
features (other identities) that would violate their privacy and confidentiality. The features are full 


names and Facebook profile pictures that appear when a user comments or reacts on a post. 
3.10 Summary 


The chapter explained the research approach, methods and ethical standards that were followed 


during the study. 


The next chapter presents the discussion of findings of the study. 
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Chapter Four 
Findings and Discussion 
4.1 Introduction 


The research aimed to understand how FCB Nyasa Big Bullets utilises Facebook as a strategic 
platform to engage with its fan base, manage crises and promote its brand identity. Through an 
analysis of the club's Facebook posts, the research explored the key themes in them. The chapter 
highlights the specific tactics and practices which the club employs to maintain a strong online 
presence and foster a dedicated fan community. The findings provide insights into the role of 
Facebook in the contemporary football club management and fan relationship building. The 
chapter is organised in three major themes which are Fan engagement, Crisis communication, and 
Branding and marketing. These themes are further subdivided into sub-themes that support the 


findings and provide a detailed understanding of the major themes. 
4.2 Findings and Analysis on Fan Engagement 


Through thematic analysis of different posts such as match commentaries, player insights and 
coach reactions, historical reflections and other content, the study identified and explored seven 
key sub-themes from Fan Engagement as a major theme. The sub-themes include: Personalisation 
and Shared Ownership; Interactive Content and Community Building; Contextual Framing and 
Emotional Connection; Highlighting Achievements; Coach and Player Interviews; Transfer 


Announcements; Historical Reflections and Milestones 


By examining these themes, the analysis aimed to uncover how FCB Nyasa Big Bullets 
strategically utilise Facebook to foster fan engagement, loyalty and a sense of community that 


contribute to the club's enduring success and resilience in competitive football environments. 
4.2.1 Personalisation and Shared Ownership 


The research found that FCB Nyasa Big Bullets uses a unique way to update the starting line-up 
on their official Facebook page. This strategy involves personalisation, as observed on the 
following post about the team's starting eleven for the match against Dedza Dynamos on 6 April 


2024: 


FCB Nyasa Big Bullets: "Your Bullets to open our league campaign this afternoon IE" 
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X1| I. Nyasulu; Chirwa ©, Senaji, Mujuru, Mapemba; Aaron, Singo, Mwaungulu; Salima, Nkhoma, 
Phodo 


SUBS| Chimbamba, Mologeni, N. Nyasulu, Sambani, Gumbo, Chitiyo, Petro, Phiri, Kondowe 
#FCBNyasaBigBullets #YesMaule #ThePeoplesTeam #TNMSuperLeague 


By using inclusive language like "Your Bullets" and "our league campaign," the club created a 
sense of shared ownership and collective identity among supporters, thereby strengthening the 
connection between the team and fans. By the same token, engaging fans with statements like, 
"Goaaaaaal: Ephraim Kondowe with the opener,” the club not only celebrates achievements but 
also involve supporters in these triumphs thereby enhancing their emotional investment in the 


team's success. 
4.2.2 Interactive Content and Community-Building 


The club's use of interactive content such as hashtags (e.g., "#CAFCL," "#{NBBDRA," "#NBBSS," 
"#MAEFNBB," "#DDNBB") and emojis (e.g., "°") demonstrates efforts to create a networked 
public sphere where fans can engage with the team and each other. Ta'amneh and Al-Ghazo (2021: 
12) explain that the hashtag (#) was first proposed by Chris Messina on Twitter in 2007 to 
categorise messages into groups, and has since been widely used on social media platforms to 
identify, share and connect related content. These elements facilitate the discoverability and 
sharing of content, enabling supporters to participate in discussions and strengthen their connection 
to the team. For example, the commentary during the match against Dragon FC stated, "FIRST 
HALF BEGINS, FCB Nyasa Big Bullets 0-0 Dragon FC...ANBBDRA," encouraging real-time 


engagement. 


Also the use of team nicknames such as "#ThePeoplesTeam" and "#YesMaule," function as means 
of community building. These nicknames reinforce the team's identity and generate a shared 
culture among fans. For instance, the commentary noted, "the hosts with a 2-0 first leg lead over 
the visitors..#NBBDRA," which contextualises the match within the broader competition and 


creates a sense of shared investment in the team's performance. 
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Therefore, the use of interactive content such as hashtags, emojis and team nicknames facilitate 
the creation of a networked public sphere where fans can engage with the team, and each other by 


sharing content that helps to build a sense of community and shared culture around the team. 
4.2.3 Contextual Framing and Emotional Connection 


The club employs contextual framing to keep fans informed about match progress and situational 
context. This is evident from updates such as, "FIRST HALF BEGINS, FCB Nyasa Big Bullets 0- 
0 Dragon FC...#4NBBDRA," and "SECOND HALF UNDERWAY, FCB Nyasa Big Bullets 0-0 
Dragon FC..##ANBBDRA." Additionally, the commentary situates the match within the broader 
football landscape as shown by, "the winner will face DRC's TP Mazembe in the second 
preliminary round for a _ place in the group stages of Africa's biggest club 
competition...#NBBDRA." This framing improves fan engagement and provides deeper insights 


into the team's journey and upcoming challenges. 


FCB Nyasa Big Bullets foster a strong emotional connection with fans through real-time updates 
and emotive language. This is exemplified by dramatic announcements such as, "Goaaaaaal: 
Ephraim Kondowe with the opener following a counter-hurricane attack that started with Patrick 


Mwaungulu, 1-0 (3-0) on aggregate...#NBBDRA." 


The club also uses engagement posts on their Facebook page to build excitement and a sense of 
community among their fans. For instance, on 27 August, 2023 they shared a post featuring 
colourful photos of Bingu National Stadium during a CAF match captioned "A hot afternoon at 


Bingu National Stadium 4". Such posts help to create a sense of anticipation for upcoming 


matches, and make supporters to feel proud and connected to the team, and their emotional 
connection to the game is strengthened. This means FCB Nyasa Big Bullets uses Facebook 
effectively to create a sense of community and shared experience among their fans, which is a key 


aspect in the realm of the Networked Publics theory. 
4.2.4 Coach and Player Interviews 


FCB Nyasa Big Bullets’ sharing of player insights and interviews represents a strategic form of 
engagement that foster a sense of connection and rapport between fans and players. For instance, 
defender Yamikani Fodya's statement on August 26, 2023 emphasised the team's modesty and 


resolve by stating, "Bullets are not going into tomorrow's Total Energies CAF Champions League 
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& Confederation Cup match against Dragon FC at Bingu National Stadium as favourites". This 
was posted to create a shared experience and sense of purpose among fans to encourage them to 
support with loyalty, thereby strengthening the sense of community and belonging. By providing 
a unique perspective into the team's mind-set and approach, the club effectively engages with its 


fans to build a stronger relationship with them. 


Exclusive insights from coaches provide fans with a deeper understanding of the team's strategy 
and mentality. Following the Airtel Top 8 final victory, Coach Kalisto Pasuwa's response on 
January 6, 2024, addressed rumours and expressed gratitude to fans stating, "We fought hard and 
I’m proud of the boys for delivering when it mattered most. The support from our fans has been 
incredible”. He further refuted claims that suggested that he was leaving, insisting that he respected 
his contract which was set to expire a year later (2025). This transparent communication through 
Facebook not only enhances fan engagement but also strengthens the bond between the club and 
its supporters thereby fostering unity and shared achievement which aligns with the Networked 
Publics theory. This means the club uses these forms of communication to create the sense of 


connection between the coach, players and fans. 
4.2.5 Highlighting Achievements 


The club effectively utilise social media to highlight the achievement of players, and its accolades 
to boost fan pride and admiration. After winning the Airtel Top 8 Cup final on 6 January, 2024, 
the club posted about Lanjesi Nkhoma's outstanding performance by calling him "Man of the 
Match" for scoring twice and securing them the cup to conclude their domestic quadruple triumph. 
On 8 January, 2024 they also made a post about Nkhoma’s record and performances in cup games, 
“Netting 20 goals for FCB Nyasa Big Bullets in all competitions this season, Saturday’s brace 
against MAFCO in the Airtel Top 8 final saw Lanjesi Nkhoma setting a record for scoring in every 
cup final he played in the 2023 campaign.” By sharing these achievements, the club showcases its 
success and recognises individual players’ contributions which resonates with supporters and 
reinforces their pride in the team's accomplishments. These kind of posts align with Networked 


Publics theory since they foster the shared pride, community and brand reinforcement among fans 


4.2.6 Transfer Announcements 
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Signing new players is a thrilling moment to fans, and the club knows how to build excitement. 
When Ronald Chitiyo joined on April 2, 2024, the club announced, "FCB Nyasa Big Bullets is 
delighted to confirm the signing of Zimbabwean midfielder Ronald Chitiyo on a three-year deal." 
This type of announcement not only shares news about new team members but also shows the 
club's commitment to improving its performance which raise the expectations of fans to see new 
talent that would contribute to their future successes in action. The use of social media to announce 
new signings builds excitement and anticipation among fans, thereby reinforcing their brand and 
identity, and fostering a sense of community and shared expectation. This is in line with the 
Networked Publics Theory which highlights the importance of online platforms in shaping public 


identity, community and engagement. 
4.2.7 Historical Reflections and Milestones 


Historical reflections and milestones through pictures and videos play a crucial role in reinforcing 
the club's legacy and identity. For instance, on 7th January, 2024 the club posted their Airtel top 
8 final highlights where they had defeated MAFCO on the previous day. The screenshot shows the 


panel of the video and the comments of fans. 
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Figure 1 MAFCO 1-2 NBB - Airtel Top 8 Cup Highlights 


From the screenshot, it can be observed that the club posted the highlights with the inclusion of 


the emoji symbolising that they loved the victory. And on the comments sections, fans showed 
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their appreciation, showing how connected they are to the club on the digital platform. Further, the 
second comment, appeared to have been posted by the user “Vincent” two weeks later after the 
highlights were posted. This shows the persistence like how the networked publics explain 
regarding the accessibility of online contents after a period of time, hence fans are still connected 


even with long time posts. 


By the same token, on 9 February, 2024, the team commemorated their achievement as the 2002 
Chibuku Super League Champions with an emotional post captioned "The 2002 Chibuku Super 
League Champions," accompanied by a line-up photo of the victorious squad. The following is a 


screenshot of the post: 


FCB Nyasa Big Bullets @ 
February 9-@ 


The 2002 Chibuku Super League Champions fF ¥ @ 
=photooftheday #flashbackfriday *> aaa 


cig 
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« 
oO Pempho Pre and 3.3K others 530 comments 3 shares 


Figure 2 NBB Legacy - Chibuku Super League Champions 
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The historical posts not only evoke old memories among long-time supporters but also educate 
newer fans about the club's rich history and past triumphs, fostering a sense of continuity and 


tradition within the fan base. 


The foregoing explain how NBB effectively utilises Facebook to engage with their fans and foster 
a sense of community and shared identity. By capitalising on the platform's capabilities, the club 
created a vibrant online presence that resonates with its fans in igniting engagement, loyalty and 


passion. This strategic approach is in line with the networked publics model. 
4.3 Findings and Analysis on Crisis Communication and Management 


This section presents the analysis of posts categorised under crisis communication and 
management where they focus on how FCB Nyasa Big Bullets utilise social media to address and 
manage critical situations. The analysis identified four key themes in the club’s approach to crisis 
communication and management that are supported by specific posts from their social media posts. 
The themes are: Transparency and information dissemination; Timely and Direct Communication; 


Managing Expectations and Avoiding Confusion; Protecting Brand Integrity and Fan Trust 
4.3.1 Transparency and Information Dissemination 


The study found that, FCB Nyasa Big Bullets demonstrate a commitment to transparency by 
promptly providing detailed information about changes within the club. For instance, on 13th 
February, 2024 the club announced a location change for its secretariat with a clear and concise 


post: 


IMPORTANT ANNOUNCEMENT #) FCB Nyasa Big Bullets Football Club Secretariat has 
moved from Chichiri, MPCCC, to Mandala, 6 Mbelwa Road, Plot BC 311. 


This post shows the club's strategy to keep fans and stakeholders well-informed in order prevent a 
potential confusion from occurring. This kind of proactive communication aligns with the effective 
crisis communication practices in line with the Networked Publics theory by maintaining trust and 
transparency among the club’s stakeholders. By providing clear and concise information, the club 


acknowledged the online environment where information travel fast, and took the necessary steps. 


4.3.2 Timely and Direct Communication 
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The club's approach to timely and direct communication was evident on how they handled match 
cancellations. On 18th March 2024, FCB Nyasa Big Bullets quickly informed their fans about the 
cancellation of an international friendly match through Facebook with a caption and a web address 


for details for more information: 


FCB Nyasa Big Bullets confirms that our trip to Mozambique for an international friendly match 


against UD Songo has been cancelled. 


This shows, the club acknowledged how crucial the speed and reach of online information is, and 
took a step to manage the expectations of fans to mitigate disappointments. Addressing the issue 
with timeliness helped to minimise the spread of rumours and misinformation, and this is essential 
for maintaining trust during crises. This approach shows an awareness of the networked publics' 


influence and a willingness to engage with them to maintain trust and credibility. 
4.3.3 Managing Expectations and Avoiding Confusion 


Managing expectations and avoiding confusion were also critical aspects of the club's crisis 
communication strategy. On 6th January 2024, the club informed fans in advance about the sold- 
out status of VIP tickets for an important match, a final where they faced MAFCO as evidenced 


in the following image: 
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FCB Nyasa Big Bullets @ is at Kamuzu Stadium. 
January 6 - Blantyre-@ 


® Be notified that VIP tickets for our Airtel Top & final match against MAFCO at 
Kamuzu Stadium this afternoon are SOLD OUT!! 
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Figure 3 Crisis: VIP Tickets sold out 


The post reads, “Be notified that VIP tickets for our Airtel Top 8 final match against MAFCO at 
Kamuzu Stadium this afternoon are SOLD OUT!! #FCBNyasaBigBullets #YesMaule 
#ThePeoplesTeam #AirtelTop8 #Final.” 


This proactive communication demonstrated the club's foresight in anticipating fan reactions and 
addressing them before they could escalate into larger issues. By keeping fans well-informed, the 
club effectively managed expectations and maintained a positive relationship with them, hence 


connectivity per networked publics model was present. 


4.3.4 Protecting Brand Integrity and Fan Trust 
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Protecting brand integrity and maintaining fan trust were integral to FCB Nyasa Big Bullets’ crisis 
management efforts. On 19th March 2024, the club issued a public notice warning fans about 
counterfeit merchandise. The following screenshot shows the post by the club in both English and 


Chichewa: 


FCB Nyasa Big Bullets @ 


March 19-@ 


PUBLIC NOTICE | CHIDZIWITSO 


am 
w) 
PUBLIC NOTICE 


FCB Nyasa Big Bullets Football Club would like to inform the genera 
public that it is against the Intellectual Property Law to produce and 
sell any goods bearing the Club's logo or symbols without prior consent 


or approval from the Club 


The public is also hereby being reminded that football is business and 
is protected by relevant laws. Therefore, any use of the Club's rights 
whether for commercial such as the production, distribution and sales 


of counterfeit products bearing the Club’s name, symbols or indeed 


any other use of the sar without authorization is not only an 
infringement of the country's and international law but essentially a 


criminal offence. 


Thus, any uncuthorized production and selling of goods bearing the 
Club's name and logo fs serious infringement of the Club’s commercial 
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chilolezo ndi zoletsedwa m’malamulo amene amatsatidwa ndi 


makampoani okhudzana ndi zizindikirozi 
We strongly warn all producers, traders whether retail or wholesale. 


intermediaries even agents that any proven exploitation of the Club's Kalabu ya FCB Nyasa Big Bullets ikupitilira Ruchenjezo kut 


brand without consent which is against the Trademark Act will be idzagwiritsa ntchito malamulo amene akuyilola ngati ena opanga 


© 1.2K 2183@ 7a 


Figure 4 PUBLIC NOTICE | CHIDZIWITSO - FCB Nyasa Big Bullets (Counterfeit Merchandise 


Warning) 


By timely addressing the issue of counterfeit merchandise, the club protected both its revenue and 
the fans from being deceived. This action highlighted the club’s commitment in maintaining brand 
integrity and safeguarding fan interests, thereby strengthening the trust between the club and the 
stakeholders. By issuing the public notice about counterfeit merchandise the club acknowledged 
the interconnectedness of online and offline spaces where brand reputation and fan trust are 


shaped. Using both Chichewa and English languages, also shows the strength of the club’s digital 
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spaces in creating a networked public space where there is a shared identity of languages, 
especially Chichewa which is the most spoken native language in Malawi. This effort shows the 
club's awareness of the networked publics' influence and their willingness to engage with them to 


protect their brand and relationships. 


The foregoing section indicate that FCB Nyasa Big Bullets effectively uses social media for crisis 
communication and management by being transparent, timely and proactive. This approach not 
only helped in managing immediate crises but also strengthened the overall trust and loyalty of 
their fan base. Their PR strategies aligned well with the principles of Networked Publics model 
through clear communication, timely updates and a commitment to protecting their brand and fan 


interests, hence NBB exemplified effective crisis management in the networked sphere. 
4.4 Findings and Analysis on Marketing and Branding 


This section explores how FCB Nyasa Big Bullets uses Facebook to promote their brand. The 
researcher analysed their posts and found four key themes in the marketing and branding of the 
club. The themes are: Leadership and Success; Achievements and Prestige; Legacy and Fan 
Engagement; and Partnership and Community. The following sections will dive deeper into each 


theme with examples from the club's posts." 
4.4.1 Leadership and Success 


The club highlights their coach's leadership and success to inspire fans and build trust. A post from 


1 January, 2024 shows Pasuwa, the coach of NBB with a Castel Challenge Cup trophy celebrating 


their achievements, "The boss '¥ @". The following is the screenshot of the post on the page: 
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FCB Nyasa Big Bullets @ 
January 1-3 


The boss F @ 


Oo 


(5 Like C) Comment (\) Send & Share 


Figure 5 Pasuwa- Castel Cup - lifted 


As observed on the post, the message presented through the screenshot reinforces the leadership 


and expertise of the coach, and this emphasise his role in the team's success. 


By publicly displaying the coach's achievement, the club shares his success with their digital 
community, and the public display reinforces his identity as a successful coach and fosters a sense 
of trust and confidence among fans. The use of emojis “(¥ @)” and the caption "The boss" also 
create an emotional connection between the coach and the fans, and this fosters a sense of 
admiration and respect. This connection is a key aspect of the Networked Publics Theory which 


explores how online platforms shape our relationships and interactions. 


4.4.2 Achievements and Prestige 
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The club showcased their trophy collection to demonstrate their success and prestige in the 
2023/24 season. A 7th January, 2024 post shows their trophies displayed, and this further 
emphasise their proud history and reputation as a formidable football institution. Below is a 


screenshot for the post: 


FCB Nyasa Big Bullets @ is in Blantyre. 
January 7-@ 


Good morning quadruple winners! BES 


#FCBNyasaBigBullets #YesMaule #ThePeoplesTeam 


oOo : Pempho and 6K others 1.8K comments 28 shares 
d> Like C) Comment (Q Send @& Share 
Figure 6 NBB Quadruple 


By publicly displaying their trophies, the club shares their achievements with their wider online 
audience. This public display reinforces their identity as a successful football institution and fosters 


a sense of pride among fans, which is in line with the Networked Publics Theory. 
4.4.3 Legacy and Fan Engagement 


The club shared memorable moments from their quadruple-winning campaign to engage fans and 
celebrate their legacy. A 28 March, 2024 post revisits highlights from the previous season (2023/24 


season), and the following is the caption of the video: 
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As we edge closer to the start of a new season, let's take you back to our incredible 2023 quadruple- 
winning campaign 4 #FCBNyasaBigBullets #YesMaule #ThePeoplesTeam #Quadruple Winners 
#Highlights #ThrowbackThursday. 


This encourages fans to share their memories and celebrate the club's achievements, fostering a 
sense of community and loyalty. By celebrating the club's legacy and achievements the post 
reinforces the identity of fans as part of the club's community. This identity formation is a key in 
the Networked Publics Theory, which explores how online interactions shape people’s sense of 


themselves and community. 
4.4.4 Partnership and Community 


FCB Nyasa Big Bullets collaborated with organisations like Sunseed Group to support community 
development initiatives. A Facebook update of 5"" April, 2024 by the club announced a partnership 
where Sunseed Group of Companies would be providing water to the club for the 2024/25 season 
stating, "FCB Nyasa Big Bullets partnered with Sunseed Group of Companies to supply water to 


the Club in the 2024 season". The image below shows the post and some comments made by fans. 
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FCB Nyasa Big Bullets @ 
April 5-@ 


FCS Nyasa 3ig Bullets have partnered with Sunseed Group of Companies on a partnership which 
will see the company providing water to the Club in the 2024 season. 
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Figure 7 NBB partnership 


This partnership highlights the club's commitment to sustainable practices and community 
involvement. It also demonstrates the clubs proactive approach to corporate social responsibility 
through partnerships that benefit the local community since the institution plays a part to reduce 
the high levels of unemployment, hence NBB’s partnership was crucial to market the company, 
thereby enabling citizens employed there to be paid after sales. The comments by the first fan 
(name blurred) shows the importance of partnerships especially to the institution like NBB since 


it instills confidence and hope. The second comment by another fan, “Pempho” shows how 
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branding promote banter among football fans, Makape amakatu season ino literally meaning rival 
teams and their fans would be sweating to reach their heights. The word amakatu in football means 
trying to get dispossess those in control of the ball. Overall, the comments illustrate how the club's 
branding and partnerships can facilitate interactions and banter among fans, creating a sense of 


community and shared identity which is key in the Networked Publics Theory domain. 


The foregoing section explored how FCB Nyasa Big Bullets uses social media to build their brand 
through the emphasis of leadership, achievements, legacy and community engagement. This 
approach strengthens their brand, fosters fan loyalty and reinforces their position as a respected 
football institution. By capitalising on social media, the club effectively promotes their brand and 


engages with fans, and strengthen their place in the sports industry. 
4.5 Chapter Summary 


The foregoing discussion revealed that FCB Nyasa Big Bullets effectively utilise Facebook to 
achieve strategic objectives across fan engagement, crisis communication and brand-marketing. 
The club enhances fan loyalty and active participation through personalised and interactive content 
as well as community-building initiatives. In times of crisis, the club's timely and transparent 
communication helps to maintain trust and manage stakeholder expectations. The club's marketing 
strategies on Facebook also emphasise its achievements, legacy and community partnerships to 
reinforce its unique brand identity. The findings highlight the strategic importance of social media 
in fostering strong, engaged and loyal fan communities in the contemporary football landscape. 
The findings are in alignment with the Networked Publics theory, and overall the element of 
persistence is vital, the researcher found and analysed content that had remained accessible and 
visible over time. The visibility and accessibility also allow people to engage and interact on the 
content. 

The following chapter provides the research conclusion, study limitation and recommendation 


for further studies. 
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Chapter Five 
Conclusion and Recommendations 
5.1 Introduction 


The study aimed to examine the public relations strategies that Malawian premier league club, 
FCB Nyasa Big Bullets employ to engage fans, manage crises and promote their brand as an 
institution (team). Bearing in mind about the successes and fan base of NBB in Malawi, it was 
essential to conduct how they adapted to the use of digital platforms for its PR activities, 
considering that fan engagement, crisis management and promoting their brand are crucial for 
them as a football powerhouse. Therefore, this chapter concludes the study by presenting the 
summary of findings, literature review summary, theoretical framework, the study limitations, 


recommendations and also provide suggestions for further studies. 
5.2 Literature Review 


The literature review examined the role of social media in shaping public relations strategies in 
the football industry globally and in Africa. It explored how clubs use social media to engage with 
fans, manage crises and build their brand image. The review highlighted the importance of social 
media in fostering direct communication between clubs and fans which creates a sense of 
community and promoting the sport. It also discussed the challenges clubs face when using social 
media, including the need for careful planning and consistent content. The review noted the 
significance of social media in African football where it has driven digital transformation and 
enhanced fan engagement. However, it also discussed the challenges that clubs face in using social 
media and identified a gap in understanding how Malawian clubs such as FCB Nyasa Big Bullets 
implement social media in their PR strategies. The next section is the summary of theoretical 


framework that was adopted for the study. 
5.3 Theoretical Framework 


The study employed the Networked Publics Theory. As explained by Boyd (2010), the theory 
explores the impact of digital technologies and online platforms on social interactions and the 
formation of imagined communities (publics) in a contemporary society. The theory highlighted 


four key aspects which are; connectivity, scalability, persistence and replicability, and these enable 
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FCB Nyasa Big Bullets to connect with fans, persistently engage with them, and replicate content 
to manage their online presence and reputation. Further, they enable NBB content to be spread 
online, and also be searchable. By using Facebook, the club effectively operated within the 
framework to build a networked public, share information, cultivate a sense of community and 


navigate crises, thereby shaping their public image and maintaining a strong online reputation. 
5.4 Methodology 


This research employed a qualitative case study approach to examine FCB Nyasa Big Bullets’ 
usage of Facebook for public relations. The study population consisted of Facebook posts 
published by the club on their official page, and purposive sampling was used to select one hundred 
and thirty-three (133) posts from six specific time periods. Data collection involved gathering 
textual and visual posts using Facebook lite and Facebook web, and thematic analysis was used to 
examine the data. The study followed ethical guidelines, ensuring accuracy and respect for the 
population involved. The methodology allowed for an in-depth examination of the club's Facebook 


activities which provided insights into their public relations strategies and fan engagement. 
5.5 Study Conclusion 


The study revealed that FCB Nyasa Big Bullets effectively uses Facebook to maintain a connection 
with fans by sharing regular updates, exclusive insights and responses which helps to cultivate a 
sense of community and loyalty. In times of crisis, the club utilises Facebook to address issues 
promptly by offering apologies and provide updates which demonstrate transparency which 
mitigate the potential damage to their reputation. Furthermore, NBB employs Facebook to promote 
their identity, share accomplishments and showcase partnerships to enhance their reputation and 


attract new fans and collaborators. 
5.6 Recommendations 


Football clubs are recommended to prioritise social media engagement to build a strong online 
presence and foster community with their fans, utilise platforms to address crises transparently and 
promptly, and also promote their brand, achievements, and partnerships to attract new fans and 
collaborators. Consistent and regular updates, behind-the-scenes content, and responsive 


communication are essential for effective engagement. By developing a comprehensive social 
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media strategy aligned with their overall marketing and communications goals, clubs can enhance 


their online presence, manage crises effectively and contribute to their success. 
5.7 Suggestion for further studies 


The study found that NBB uses Facebook for public relations but the extent of its usage for fan 
engagement, crisis management and branding is unknown. The researcher suggests a netnography 
study to address this gap which involves analysing online social interactions and requesting access 
to the page administrator's panel. Netnography is a specialised ethnographic method designed to 
study online social interactions that adapts traditional ethnography to the unique dynamics of 
digital environments (Kozinets, 2010:1). Additionally, studying other clubs and sports bodies’ use 
of Facebook and social media could provide valuable insights. Researchers should also consider 
conducting studies about youth and women's football digital PR to understand how they can be 


improved in online and offline communities. 
5.8 Chapter Summary 


The chapter summarises the findings of a study conducted on FCB Nyasa Big Bullets' usage of 
Facebook as a PR tool. The study built on the existing research on the role of social media in 
football, and found that the club uses Facebook effectively to build a community, respond to crises 
and promote its brand. The study recommends other clubs to prioritise social media engagement 
and develop a comprehensive strategy. Further research could explore how other football clubs 


use social media, and how digital media can be used to promote football. 
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